Virtual worlds allow for an immersive 3D experience with rich interactive content and learning potential for students. Through this technology, educators have abundant creative power to design and facilitate meaningful learning experiences. Even though online games and virtual worlds have been around for many years, their use in education has often been experimental or narrowed to a particular course topic. With the rapid changes in technology and advancements with computer interaction, virtual worlds are increasingly being used in numerous ways to improve learning and student-teacher interaction. In this editorial our aim is to briefly discuss virtual worlds in the context of education, with the focus of educational accessibility for students with disabilities.
Editorial
Virtual worlds allow for an immersive 3D experience with rich interactive content and learning potential for students. Through this technology, educators have abundant creative power to design and facilitate meaningful learning experiences. A virtual world is a three dimensional computer mediated environment that exists online, often persistent, open-ended and malleable. In these online worlds, people can see each other on the screen in real time as a 3D representation that can take on any form (e.g. an avatar). Virtual worlds can serve many purposes such as entertainment, socializing, gaming, education, and business advertising. Even though online games and virtual worlds have been around for many years, their use in education has often been experimental or narrowed to a particular course topic. With the rapid changes in technology and advancements with computer interaction, virtual worlds are increasingly being used to improve learning and student-teacher interaction. Despite improvements in educational technologies, some research suggests that students with learning disabilities are not receiving education in a format that they need (Hallahan & Cohen, 2008) . Several technology based solutions for enhancing teaching and learning for people with disabilities exist, but may not be well known. Through virtual worlds such as Linden Lab's Second Life, some challenges in education can be addressed due to its unique characteristics. Physically getting to campus and interacting with the class is one such challenge. "Second Life is an ideal learning environment for many disabled students as it provides greater accessibility than traditional campuses, as proven by the Second Life Community Virtual Ability" (Linden Lab, 2011, pg. 4). As virtual worlds are internet-based, while being structured in a 3D context, the environment may be well suited for some students. Parents, who have children with disabilities, are increasingly considering online schools for their children's educational needs (Coy, 2014) . More than 700 educational institutes are using, or have used Second Life in some way (Linden Lab, 2011) . While other virtual worlds have gained popularity in the last few years, the use of Second Life has sparked many ideas and conversations. These online worlds can be used as an extension to a real campus or as an extension to the classroom (Wang & Braman, 2009 Some students have a difficult time comprehending topics discussed in class using traditional lecture formats. Using Second Life, students could have direct access to additional resources, pictures, videos, and other information that can be beneficial. This of course would have to be setup by the instructor for the course in the online world. As Second Life and other virtual worlds possess both synchronous and asynchronous capabilities, students could choose the best learning style for them individually. Students can also maintain contact with the class and instructor similar to a real life classroom setting. In class, students are taught to use the World Wide Web to discern various types of information, but from an accessibility point of view, it is primarily text. Since this information is presented primarily as text, Second Life could be beneficial as information could be presented in a 3D interactive context. People with particular disabilities or those needing a visual approach to learning would have an advantage in this environment. This however, does pose problems for visually impaired students. To better serve the visually impaired community, text based interfaces for Second Life for instance could be used. One example is TextSL and serves as an interface that runs on top of Second Life for the visually impaired (Oktay & Folmer, 2010) . In this command based virtual world one can use the arrow keys and text commands, and the avatar will respond accordingly.
Even though there are many advantages for virtual worlds to increase accessibility, there are also many disadvantages as well. One major hurdle is that many of these environments are not completely accessible to all people with disabilities, for example, the visually impaired. Additionally, the hardware requirements of using a virtual world can be problematic. Added to this burden is that faculty wanting to use these types of technologies often need better training and understanding in order to do so and to understand how to adapt classroom activities. Developing content and designing class material to work within a virtual world can be very time consuming and costly (in some worlds). Legal aspects of educational accessibly also need to be considered and better understood for educators.
Concluding Remarks
As it is estimated that over 18 percent of the world's population has a disability of some kind (Vicente & Lopez, 2010) , we should be using technology in positive and constructive ways to improve lives. Due to the technology requirements of virtual worlds and computer skillsets needed to be successful, virtual worlds may not be suitable for those with high support needs (Stendal, Balandin, Molk-Danielsen, 2011). However, some individuals with disabilities may greatly benefit from having better access to virtual worlds because of the interaction and learning potential. As the need to learn and interact with technology grows more important in our everyday lives, having alternative means to learn skills and other content is increasingly important. There is a need for a shift in redesigning virtual worlds to be accessible to nonvisual individuals or those with physical difficulties which would make input control for these environments additionally challenging. How can and should these space be improved? How can we better use virtual world technology to increase access to course material and improve interaction to better education? As technologies continue to improve, more opportunities to help educate and improve universal access and equality will emerge. Particular technologies like virtual worlds have improved greatly over the past several years. Advocating for the disability community, these online spaces not only have potential to improve education but also to help increase the confidence to learn. It just may take time for educators to catch up with the many new technical innovations to increase access to truly realize the potential of virtual worlds.
